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Prologue




1. Belem


Fatigue set in even as the ocean crashed against him, choking him with its icy death grip. Life had always been a matter of fighting to survive. Nothing had been given freely to Belem, or so he reckoned it. And his many hard years of a scraped-together existence had forged him into a hard man – a killer. That was why he had been on the prison barge in the first place. When the Citadel authorities had at last subdued him – with considerable effort – the bloodied guard captain spat in his face and informed him he’d slaughtered his last man. 

Belem had nearly slipped the hold the guardsmen had on him, lunging at the man with crimson intent. If he had been successful in the attempt, Belem would have added one more life to the list of those whose lives he’d extinguished. All he had to do was get his hands on the man. Then it would have been the easiest thing in the world to snap his neck. If he had done so, the remaining guards would have likely responded in kind, killing him. No investigation, no trial, no one to care. Later, in chains, as he reflected on that moment, he wondered if there were a secret recess of himself that wanted the authorities to apply deadly force to him and end it all.

All that faded into the background now. Now, making it out of this current state of affairs alive was all he cared about. To make matters worse, his mind refused to piece together how he had gotten there in the first place. One of the last things he remembered was nodding off on the prison barge as it skimmed above the ocean, on its way to deliver him and the other convicts to the shores of Void Island and the prison colony there known simply as The Obelisk. He hadn’t slept in days, as taking rest in the holding station was deemed by many to be unwise. He’d been told by the guards that going to sleep was chancing waking up to gang assault over clothes or possible contraband…or as likely not waking up at all.

There was a little over fifty individual holding cells onboard the barge, and he took advantage of finally being alone to get some rest. The cells were small and claustrophobic, but that mattered little to a man so tired, and he used the three-foot-wide by four-foot long by five-foot-high space to stretch out to the best of his ability. He was no small man by any stretch of the imagination; therefore his positioning was awkward, yet he was able to find sleep in relatively short order. His brief slumber was troubled by violent and bloody dreams, though he could not recall them now that he was devoting every ounce of strength he could muster to surviving the crashing and cold waves.

He had awoken underwater and was short of breath…disoriented. Even his recollection of clawing his way to the surface of the ocean after coming to consciousness was piecemeal. All that mattered to Belem now was that he find a way out of the water and keep on breathing. He would take care of thinking later.

He felt his body lift as the wave surged carelessly, plunging him beneath the surface yet again when he came back down. His body screamed at him for air, but his mouth and nose sucked only water, causing him to convulse.

Panic instantly took hold of every nerve in his body. Fighting against the wracking convulsions threatening to overtake control of his body, he began to claw his way up…or at least what he hoped was up.

Two simple thoughts, unbidden yet insistent, became his sole focus. The first was, I must reach the surface. This was followed closely by, I must live. His instinct to survive was all there was. It became more real to him than the very ocean in which he was drowning.

He began to concentrate, to tamp down the panic to a manageable level. Focused at last, he stroked with his arms, swimming with purpose. There was no telling how far under the water he was, so when he breached the surface, it came as a welcome but short-lived surprise.

Another wave crashed down upon him with titanic force. He felt his body tumble end over end as he plunged downward yet again. All sense of direction was lost. The icy grip of the water threatened to sap away all power to move, to even care to try. A sudden urge to give up, to sink into despair and let himself drown, crashed down on him the way the wave had. The idea occurred to him that maybe he should just inhale with the rest of his might, simply fill his lungs with ocean and let himself die. Yes, it would be so simple, and over so quickly.

After the split second it took for him to entertain this notion, something caught his attention. In the blackest depths of the storm-tossed ocean, he thought he saw a faint blue glow. He was about to dismiss this as a trick of his mind when a bright pulse of light flashed and instinct closed his eyes against it. His first thought was that must be the direction of the surface, and he had witnessed a bright flash of lightning filtered through the watery distance. But no, something told him the light had come from beneath, not above.

What…? That was all his mind could form in response to the appearance of the light. The next thing he felt was a surge of warmth and pressure. He was traveling upward at speed.

He broke the surface again, sputtering and coughing. He found himself briefly airborne, then he splashed back into the ocean. This time he was back at the surface again.

Even though his eyes were open, there was still only dark. It wouldn’t have mattered much whether he was underwater or above, he realized. The storm was so black that only the rare streak of lightning arcing across the sky gave any hint of definition to his surroundings. Not that this was much help. All there was to see was roiling waves, flotsam from the prison barge wreckage, and an ugly heartless sky.

Wait, he told himself. Out ahead of him, he thought he discerned a large, dark shape rising out of the ocean.

A moment later, lightning pierced the dark and illumined a rocky promontory jutting out of the water. Had it been there before? He didn’t think so. He shook off the foolishness of this thought. Of course, it had been there. He had been turned and tossed about in the storm and his surroundings were so enveloped in the night that he had simply not noticed it.

Without further hesitation, Belem began swimming toward the outcropping, knowing it would be his only chance to live.

More waves lifted and lowered him, falling on him, obscuring his sight, and promising to drag him under for the last time. His renewed sense of purpose propelled him toward survival and gave him the strength he required to push past the aches and dulling chill which had begun to settle in his muscles.

The closer he drew to it, the more he wanted – needed – to reach it.

It was bigger in his sight now and his heart raced with excitement. The closer he drew, the more it felt like the ocean worked against him, trying to push him away from the rock so it could selfishly keep him for itself. But his renewed motivation to live was too great, feeding him with power and motion.

His left hand landed hard on the rock, gripping so strongly his knuckles whitened. Soon his other hand emerged from the roil to find purchase among the rocky salvation. He pulled himself forward until his chest came out of the ocean, followed by his torso. His arms flailed one at a time, groping in the dark, searching for new handholds. Soon his entire frame was out of the churning maelstrom, held vertically against the outcropping. Rain pelted him, stinging his hands and face.

I cannot stay like this, he warned himself. He would grow tired, perhaps even pass out and fall right back into the deep. No, that would not do.

Fighting exhaustion, he worked himself slowly up the side of the rock. There was still no telling just how big it was, or how high he would have to climb until he reached a place he could rest. At least he hoped there would be such a place. Something told him there would be. Not one given to unfounded fanciful assurances, Belem nevertheless continued his searching climb.

Fingers that were drenched and chilled to the bone searched for purchase on the cracked and unforgiving rock, while he seemed to be deluged from all sides by rain and upsurges from the ocean. Desperation mixed with the cold made his hands tremble as they scrambled along the stony surface, and once he found a handhold, he latched onto it with everything he had and hoisted himself up a little farther to put as much distance between him and the churning waters below.

The sound of the wind and rain and waves was almost too much for his hearing to cut through, but the explosion behind him was large enough that he would have had to have been completely deaf not to have heard it. The first he knew of it was the yellow flash of light which he mistook to be yet another stab of lightning, but the nature of the sound which accompanied it told him it was otherwise.

He chanced a look over his shoulder without daring to let go of the rock outcropping with either hand. Through the dark curtains of the storm, he saw the result of the explosion: a large mushroom cloud of smoke and fire pushed its way upward, reaching as if to touch the shelf of blackened clouds. He was unable to judge the distance between him and the explosion, though he quickly turned his face away as bits of debris were undoubtedly on their way. The last thing he needed was to lose an eye to a burning piece of shrapnel. Sure enough, a bare moment or two later he felt his back being pelted by hot little objects which had doubtless originated from the explosion.

His body shook uncontrollably as he clung to the outcropping of rock that jutted up from the roiling waters below. There was another flash of lightning and he let out a primal scream of surprise. In the momentary illumination, he saw a sizable cleft in the rock to his right. He worked his way toward this. The time it took him to reach the cleft felt endless, but he realized was probably no more than five minutes.

He slowly crept around the corner and discovered a shelf of rock with his foot. In the blind dark, he cautiously explored the shelf with the same foot, then, when he felt secure, he moved his entire weight onto it. He expected it to be narrow, maybe not even large enough for him to stand upon for very long, but discovered to his delight that it was larger than he anticipated. Much larger.

Belem was eight paces onto the rock shelf before he came to a wall. And though he was not entirely sheltered from the wind and rain of the storm, he was relieved to discover his new perch was almost a cave, with a rocky ceiling perhaps ten feet above the stone floor.

He collapsed and wept. He could not remember the last time tears coursed a path down his cheeks, but it was many a year. He was glad there was no one around to see him and think him weak.

A handful of minutes passed, and he raised onto his knees. He looked back the way he had come, back into the raging storm.

Lightning split the sky with angry purple, jagged energy, and almost immediately a deafening peal of thunder crashed against him.

Belem raised a fist and shook it at the sky.

“I live! Do you hear me, storm? I LIVE!“ he shouted. Then he collapsed again, this time sinking into exhausted unconsciousness.

2. Ariam


The din from the other side of the wall would have been distracting to any other person who was trying to think, but Ariam was able to overcome the noise easily. He was used to it because he had to be.

He had chosen to make his home outside such places for the last five years. Such was the life of a beggar. Ariam was no ordinary beggar, however; he was one by choice. Forsaking a different life, he had chosen rags over fine clothing, calloused hands over ones bejeweled with rings, ridicule over reverence. There was some fuss stirred up within the Citadel over his disappearance when he left, but he was able to avoid being found because he was a beggar, and beggars are often overlooked, avoided even at all possible costs. So it was that Ariam, a man of some wealth, prestige, and even fame slipped off purposefully into anonymity.

Complex thoughts swam at peculiar angles through his head as a raucous party raged on in the room on the other side of the wall. Music from beautifully crafted instruments produced by the finest professionally hired artist floated through the open windows high on the wall and the open door ten feet away. Ariam could remember the days when he would have been one of the many honored guests at such a party.

From inside, one could hear the sounds of uproarious laughter, no doubt from some telling of a crude joke or something like that. Large drinking tankards were being slammed on tables and no doubt refilled with wine and ale.

People danced to the merry music made by the various instruments of a string choir. Husbands were dancing with their wives, other men’s wives, or sometimes with strangers. Wives were flirting with servers and other wives’ husbands. This all happened next to people who were unconscious from too much drink.

Servers would set trays full of steaming hot meat down on tables, pretending to serve passed-out patrons and stealthily go through their pockets searching for loose money or other valuables. Victims of such thievery usually suspected nothing the next morning, figuring they had spent all of their money on food, wine, or prostitutes. In this part of the sprawling human Citadel on the planet Dar’ryn, such excesses were not uncommon. Not uncommon, and not unglorified.

This was the life Ariam had willingly exchanged for the life of a homeless man. He suffered no regret over his decision. He only felt sorrow for those who still clung to that former life. Many would think that because Ariam spent much of his time outside of grand party halls and ballrooms that he felt some loss and he regretted his inability to join in such celebrations. Those who believed such things were entirely mistaken. Not once in his few years as a beggar had any such thought entered his mind. One may wonder, then, at the purpose of this man sitting quietly outside of roaring parties. Did he wait to beg off of the wealthy patrons? No. He desired no monetary compensation for his condition. His state of affairs was of his own making. What then?

If one were to ask and was able to extract a straight answer from him, he might say something to the effect of the exercise being something of a reminder for him. It served to remind him of the foolish excesses of his old way of living. But it was becoming harder to get any sort of straight answer out of Ariam.

It was not because he was losing his mind or because he was intentionally trying to be elusive or cryptic, but because he was becoming something of a mystic, and mystics are often deeper in thought than others and consequently harder to understand. Ariam was discovering many things through simple observation and contemplation, things that had eluded him in the first thirty years of his life and he had only discovered in the past five. He guessed they were things that many never discovered in the entire course of their lives.

Two men and two women, presumably lovers, stepped out into the starry night, laughing and hanging all over each other. Ariam was in a friendly mood, so he decided to speak to them.

“Beautiful night, isn’t it?” At this, the entire group stepped back and startlement. They had been so absorbed in each other that they had not noticed he was there. Ariam could forgive them for overlooking him; after all, it was night and his dark green cloak probably blended him in with the darkness.

“Who’s that then?” one of the men asked, stepping forward, squinting to see better in the dark.

“Sorry, very rude of me. Forgot to introduce myself again, didn’t I? Call me Ariam if you wish, although everyone else calls me Arry. It’s up to you.”

“What’s he doing down there?” one of the ladies squeaked. Now the whole group was squinting to make out the face attached to the new voice. The women looked worried, while the men only looked minorly irritated.

“Ma’am, you don’t need to address me in the third person. I’m sitting right here. As to what I’m doing, well, there’s no secret to that: I’m only sitting here and thinking.” There was nothing particularly confrontational in his tone, but both of the women shrank back anyway.

“Look, we don’t want any trouble from beggars, so move along and let us alone.” This was from the other man, whose tone was particularly confrontational.

“Beggar?” Ariam asked as he arched an eyebrow. “Have I begged you for anything except your opinion on the weather? I’m quite content with what I have as of late and I’m not looking for any handouts. Beggar? No. Homeless, well, now that is a different tale altogether. Not that I have any desire for a home, mind you. No, I’m perfectly pleased to sit out here and think all day.” Ariam stated all of this in a very matter-of-fact manner, with no defensiveness at all in his voice. The group was taken aback by this. The ladies looked no less worried, however, and the men looked slightly more confused.

“Look here, garbage rat, I don’t know what you’re going on about, but we came here for the party, not so we could be troubled by the likes of you. So why don’t you get out of here before I call the Citadel security force?” This was from the first man again.

Ariam sighed and shook his head. “Very well. I was only trying to be amiable, but I suppose the prophets of excess have spoken, so I will seek friendlier alleyways. Good night then.” With this, Ariam stood up, brushed the dust off his cloak, and started moving in the opposite direction of the partygoers.

As he walked, he hummed along with the tune being played inside the walls of the party hall. It was a lively tune, relying heavily upon some kind of dulcimer. Behind him, Ariam could hear the second man laugh, apparently finding amusement in the brief exchange. Soon, they were all laughing again. Laughing at him.

Although Ariam had been insulted, it didn’t affect him at all. Over time, he had concluded that it truly did not matter what other people thought or said about him unless it was true. If he were to dwell upon all of the things said about him or all of the unwholesome looks directed at him, then he would likely fall into a pattern of believing that those things were true or deserved. In the end, he decided that taking such things into the inventory of his thoughts would clutter his mind as all of his possessions had at one time cluttered his home before he had left it all behind. Clutter is the enemy of simplicity, he remembered.

He often repeated that thought to himself when he was reminded of his former life. Ariam had spent the last five years developing such maxims as part of his new philosophy. A new life required a new way of thinking.

Ariam walked through the streets until he happened across a familiar park. He had spent many nights camped here under the stars when the night was clear, and under the trees when the night was rainy. It was a clear and warm evening in the gigantic walled Citadel of the humans. All was quiet in the park, for it was getting late.

Because of the lateness of the hour, most of the choicest resting spots would be taken. Ariam did not allow it to enter his mind to care. There were many beautiful places in the park to sleep, and he was not altogether tired enough to sleep yet, anyway. For now, he would walk some of the paths and admire the silence and solitude of this place.

Small nocturnal insects chirped and buzzed around him as he strolled along a cracked paved path with roots occasionally poking through it. One insect landed on his hand and immediately began drawing blood for its late-night supper. He brought the hand up close to his face so he could see it in the moonlight. Its head sported two large compound eyes and two smaller ones that met above its long needle-like proboscis. On its back flitted six wings of varying size. After a few moments, it withdrew its stinger-like mouth and buzzed away, full.

“Good night, little brother. I hope you had your fill. I’ve plenty left, so tell your family.” He smiled at a comical thought: ten more insects carrying knives and forks with napkins tied around their necks. It was ridiculous, of course, but since it brought a hint of humor to him, he entertained the mental picture for a few moments longer.

The path he was on soon brought him around to a pond. At evenly spaced intervals around the pond, with benches crafted with wood and iron. One of them was empty. Pleased with his good fortune, he lightly trotted over to the bench and sat down.

A gentle, warm breeze rustled through the tall grass beside the path and caressed Ariam’s face. He was thankful for it and enjoyed its brevity. Two of the planet’s four moons reflected its yellow face in the pond. The other two had not crested above the towering protective Citadel wall. That would come late into the night. Ariam smiled at the luminescent beauty of the moons’ dual reflections. He was finally prepared to rest.

Laying himself down on the bench, he allowed himself to steady his breathing. He slowly closed his eyes, getting ready to let the sounds of nature put him to sleep.

He lay contented, though he possessed almost nothing. To his mind, life’s joys were not in grasping at the world’s treasures, but in the admiration of all things. To own a thing, he told himself, I must hold it in my mind, not my hand. This was getting easier to believe of late. He was long in training his heart thus, but at last, it yielded the fruit of peace.

Stars blinked slowly awake in the darkening dome of the sky and a fleeting warm breeze rolled across his face. It moved on to rustle the leaves on the branches of a nearby tree. A small bird took flight from one of those branches and flew off into the evening, perhaps to find some insect or discarded morsel for its supper, or maybe to fall victim itself to some trapper’s snare.

He wondered at the connectedness of all these tiny happenings and the larger world around him. He could feel the same traveling air that moved the tree, that caused the bird to take flight, that might be trapped and sold as a minor sacrifice, that would ease the conscience of some troubled soul. He was connected with all of it. Ariam closed his eyes and savored the sensations and ponderances. He’d been learning to appreciate little moments like this lately.

Still, there was a nagging dissatisfaction.

Without warning, images sharply flashed through his mind. He sat bolt up. That had never happened before. He waited for a moment and lay slowly back down again.

Again, more quick images came and went through his mind’s eye. What were the images of? He could not tell, for they were too unclear and too fast. He had only impressions. What did he feel? Pain and fear were the most prominent emotions. But there was something else… What? He could not say.

Bracing himself, he closed his eyes again and waited. Nothing. Very odd, he thought. What were these strange and sudden mental images? Could they be a vision of some kind? Maybe, but they felt almost more like a warning than anything else. But a warning from who or what? And concerning what?

For the first time in five years, Ariam experienced two things he had thought he had forsaken long ago: uncertainty and fear.

3. Gael’jic


Gael’jic‘s wrists were bound by tight iron shackles. A stout chain ran from the bonds to an iron plate bolted to the floor. He gazed around the room, taking in the familiar wide environment of the court. He had spent many days there of late. He had quickly tired of the proceedings and had taken to spending his hours observing the fine stone and woodcraft employed in the construction of the ancient place.

His eye was drawn – as it had been many times before – to the great tree at the back of the space. Its thick trunk rose from behind the platform of judgment and stretched upwards to the vaulted ceiling, and then out beyond it through a grand circular hole. The Great Raka Tree had long ago been designated the symbol of the Dar’rynakai civilization. It was strong and proud and withstood untold ages of the elements. There were other trees of the same species comprising the surrounding forest, but this one was the only one like it in size and majesty. It was vastly taller and wider than all others and was believed to be the first creation of their chief god, Rama’dy‘ac, and the source of the rest of the trees.

His kind, the Dar’rynakai, were a proud reptilian people. For the most part, Gael’jic was a common specimen of the race. He was tall compared to most humans – about seven feet in height – with thin but toned muscular limbs. His head had a long, narrow snout. A prominent, spined fin ran from his brow to the middle of his back. It currently lay back, indicating his relaxed state. A dewlap hung from the underside of his chin, from halfway down the snout to his breastbone. The scaly flesh of the dewlap was loose and folded on itself as his chin was presently dipped low.

Next, he looked off to one of the other walls of the vast chamber. Another symbol was etched and painted large for all to see. At the center of it was a circle, representing a sun. From it sprang four triangular shapes portraying rays of light. The image in its entirety was a pictographic symbol imaging Rama’dy‘ac himself. The rays of light emanating from the circle of the sun indicated Rama’dy’ac’s rule by light and truth.

Light and truth are two things very much absent from this sham of a trial, he thought ruefully.

He stood disinterested before the simmering court, even though he knew death could be the only sentence for his crime. Was it worth it, he wondered? He quickly banished the question from his mind, knowing the answer. Of course, it had been. Nothing else could have been more important. If it ever got out what happened, this triumvirate in front of him would be called into questioning. But that would not likely happen, at least not anytime soon.

“Every argument has been heard,” hissed Jobash, one of the three leaders serving as judges seated on the raised dais before him. Gael’jic disagreed, but kept it to himself. To speak out now about the matter might endanger everything. No, now was not the time for such brashness.

“You have uttered not one word in your defense. This is your final opportunity.” This came from another of the judges, the newest one and the one Gael’jic could not for the life of himself at the moment recall his name. Not that he cared. It might be that this one remained free of the maleficence present in the other two, but given time, this one too would suffer the fate of one bestowed much power: corruption.

And that is what broke the restraint that had until now served Gael’jic so well during the trial. The change in himself was so instantaneous that even Gael’jic barely realized it before the words snapped out of his mouth.

“If I were you, I would not bother with the defense of one such as myself. I would rather focus my attention on your defense were I in your robes.” The insolence of his tone was not lost on the triumvirate. But now Gael’jic did not care. He had stopped worrying about such things a year earlier when he committed the crime for which he now stood trial.

The members of the triumvirate snarled and hissed at this show of contempt. Their head fins stood up, fanning out in a show of agitation. Gael’jic smirked to himself, knowing that the rulers were not used to words of insubordination aimed at them, not even by hardened criminals, not even by ones condemned to death. A moment later, all but one of the Dar’rynakai judges regained their composure in the face of such an insult.

Standing on his powerful reptilian legs, the third member of the triumvirate issued a derisive hiss. “Contempt! Contempt for your leaders!” he snarled.

Gael’jic shot the third member a dark look. “You are no leader of mine,” he replied defiantly.

“Then contempt for your betters.” This from the new member who leaned forward in his seat, his hands folded in his lap. His tone was stern but not angry, like Jobash or the other one.

Gael’jic shifted his gaze to him and arched a scaly eyebrow. “That I would also debate.”

The newcomer cocked his head to one side and said, “You have debated not a single word stated against you during this entire trial. Other than your opening oaths, you have said nothing. Why?”

Gael’jic shrugged a shoulder. “I have my reasons.”

“And what are those reasons?” the newcomer pressed.

Another wave of anger washed through the defendant who snarled and bit out, “They are the same reasons I refused the services of an advocate at this trial: it is a waste of time arguing against corrupt judges when my sentence was already written before the trial began!”

From the stunned expressions on the faces of the judges, he knew that he had said too much this time. He had not known for a fact that the verdict had already been decided before the trial, nor had he known precisely what that verdict might be. But he had strong suspicions on both counts.

Now he had given at least two of the judges confirmation about what he knew about them. Perhaps that was an ill-advised move, but there was no helping it now. Like so many other things, it was simply too late. No other concept described Gael’jic‘s position better than that. Everything had happened too late. Well, not everything exactly.

At least Gael’jic would die with the satisfaction of knowing he had killed one of the original corrupt ones responsible for this whole mockery of society. But it was a satisfaction mixed with sorrow. The one he had killed had, once upon a time, been a good friend. But he did not like to think of that. 

That was the reason, of course, one of the three before him was new; he had murdered the predecessor. He winced at the memory of the purple blood running over the polished ke’ef blade as the wretched thing coughed its last curses in this world and slipped away into the next…if there even was such a thing.

“Is something more worthy of your attention than these proceedings, defendant?” Jobash asked, scowling.

Gael’jic lifted his gaze to encompass all three members of the court. “I was just thinking about my delight on the coming day, in which I may greet you when you are all ushered into the pit.” At this statement there followed a great silence. For a full twenty seconds, no one in the place of judgment uttered anything more than a surprised gasp. Since the dawn of Dar’rynakai society, none had dared to openly speak so clearly and decisively against the ruling triumvirate. In the back of his mind, Gael’jic thought that one must take note of such public events, for they mark points in history where great changes occur.

After the imperious silence, Jobash, the senior member of the triumvirate, leaned over to his left and consulted with the next senior-most member of the council and muttered a few sentences the defendant could not hear. Then he turned to the other side and did the same with the newcomer. When he finished, he reached into the folds of his robes and withdrew a piece of parchment. His other hand took hold of a quill and dipped it in an ink bottle resting on the wide desk before them and scrawled a few lines. He then directed his gaze to Gael’jic, held him there, then slowly stood to read the verdict.

“We the leaders of the noble Dar’rynakai people have reached a decision in the case of Gael’jic Du’lamic, who has been charged with murder of the highest offense and conspiracy towards sedition. We find the accused to be truly guilty of all charges. In such an unprecedented situation involving one who has murdered a member of the ruling Dar’rynakai triumvirate, a new punishment has been devised.”

This came as a shock to Gael’jic and left him blinking and speechless. New laws concerning judgment had not been decreed in almost two hundred years. No doubt this was another crafty move by a corrupt government as a means to its selfish ends. But something did not fit reason. Why not have him executed according to existing laws and be done with it? And what new punishment could be worse than straightforward execution?

As if in answer to the question in his mind, the conclusion of the verdict was read.

“The guilty shall be given up to the wilds. He shall take nothing with him for provision. The only conclusion the counsel of the triumvirate can summon from the crime is that only a wild beast might commit such a barbarous act as the murder of a reasonably appointed member of the ruling triumvirate. You have shown an utter lack of respect, care, thought for consequences, and overall reason. Since these are such things as separate Dar’rynakai from wild beasts, you shall be treated as such. Therefore, Gael’jic Du’lamic, you will be cast away from Dar’rynakai society and will be remembered henceforth as one who has lost his Ber’desh. Official edicts shall be sent to the other enclaves of our people so you may not beguile them with false tales. The counsel of the Dar’rynakai triumvirate has spoken.”

Just then Jobash and the other two members puffed out the oil lamps in front of each of them, signifying that the divine light of justice had finished shining upon this case.

So that was it. Gael’jic was to be prevented from becoming a martyr and symbol to future generations. Since he was to be sent outside the protection of his society, his ultimate fate would be uncertain. Gael’jic snorted derisively at the idea. While it might appear as though he had been spared from the executioner’s furnaces, he was as good as dead in the wilds. It was in his estimation a fairly intelligent move on the part of the triumvirate: it appeared as though his blood was kept from staining their hands. That was not true, of course. It was a diversionary tactic, and of the kind which ought to be expected from ones such as these.

Although Gael’jic did have to give them credit for the part about legally banning the idea that he possessed a Ber’desh. That was something they could not touch. His living soul, his mind, the source of his ability to discern good from evil was intact and no demented legal surgery these fools attempted could ever extract that from him.

Although the verdict caught him by surprise, it did not altogether upset him. He knew that he was still going to die. Only the mode of that end had changed; not the end itself.

Four sentry guards, armed and wary, stepped into the room and began the process of extracting him from his chains. Because he was no longer considered to be a Dar’rynakai by the law, the ones in charge of him were allowed to treat him as they might an unruly beast of burden, and so they did. On his way out of the Dar’rynakai capitol city, Gael’jic was whipped, beaten, and kicked. He suffered these things for three hours, which was one hour longer than it should have taken to get out of the city from the justice center.

Once outside the city walls, finally abandoned to his fate, he stood on a hill in a vast field surrounded by dense rainforest. From the hill, this solitary figure stared back at the city and wondered for the last time if it had all been worth it. Questions such as this faded and finally ceased from his mind. There was no getting around his principles.

It was better for him to die alone in the wilds than to go on living a lie under the protection of the so-called nobility. Whatever foul machinations the triumvirate had produced, his exile was truly to his benefit. Death was far better than corruption. Had he detected fraudulence leaking into his heart, he would rather have cut it out himself with a dull stone than allow it to spread. Ultimately, the taint of the governing body had been severed from him. There was nothing more he could do about it. There was no way back into the people who had cast him aside, as it would do with burning refuse. The problem was up to others now. Was there still hope for them he wondered?

Yes, hope existed, but only as the smallest of sparks. There was not much chance for that spark to catch the old tree on fire. The wood of the tree was now thick and saturated with the dampness of a great lie. It was hard to know where the dry spots were. Perhaps that spark of truth was hotter than he hoped. It had reached himself, after all. And then there were the others.

There were not many others, but there were always only a small number of revolutionaries at the beginning of a revolution, weren’t there? Such a small force of opposition might be crushed before it had the opportunity to even begin to purge the taint.

The only satisfaction Gael’jic could allow to blossom in his heart was the knowledge that anything which suffered such decay would eventually collapse in on itself.  The trouble was knowing when. A mature Raka tree could take hundreds of years to decay before it toppled. It may likewise require a very long time for an ancient civilization to decay to the point where it could be knocked down. Beyond that was the uncertainty of what would stand in its place.

Was there any promise to be made about a good seed to be planted in the stead of its fallen predecessor? That ultimately could not be any concern of his. His job had been the fore planning of demolition, not construction. His secret friends could not even claim that responsibility. They needed to lay in wait in the tall grasses for their time, especially in light of what had only now happened to himself.

The triumvirate would be sensitive to any kind of activity which might precipitate problems for them. Now was not the time for them to do anything, and they were all aware of that.

The time would come for the tide of insurrection to roll in. He would more than likely be dead when that tide came in. He suspected it could easily take years, if not decades. That was perfectly acceptable to Gael’jic. The more years which passed, the greater the decay. The greater the decay, the easier it would be to put an ax to the root of the tree and cut it down. Insurrection and revolution were only a matter of time.

It was indeed coming. But not even Gael’jic could guess how soon. Some seeds take root faster than others.

4. Cecil


No matter how blazing hot it was nor how stifling it was to wear the armor of the Royal Guardians, Cecil stood at full attention, for he was in the presence of the king. All others were required to bow in the presence of the king, but the Royal Guardians were required to stand and to always be at full attention, for it was their solemn duty to protect the divine family. If any desired to get at the king or his immediate kin, he would first have to pass through the sheer hell of the Royal Guardians. It was a feat that was considered to be the closest thing to impossible to make an attack on the king and survive, let alone survive unbutchered. The Royal Guardians were simply the best human combatants in existence, and Cecil was their Captain.

King Beirand liked his climate-controlled greenhouse at the top of the tallest spire of the Palace to be extraordinarily hot for his favorite rainforest and tropical plant life to flourish. Since it was the duty of the Captain of the Royal Guardians to act as the chief personal bodyguard to the king, he did not think it was his place to complain about the temperature. Discomfort could be ignored.

There could be no doubt that Cecil cut an imposing figure, even without the armor. When the armor was added to the mix, it only multiplied the effect. He wore the rich purple and black armor trimmed with gold the way a serpent wears scales: flawlessly. The black and gold half cape hung from his left shoulder perfectly. At his left thigh was sheathed a razor-sharp long knife. Several smaller throwing knives rested on a utility belt. At his right hip was his preferred weapon: a compact energy pistol. Just as deadly were his hands, which rested in a deceptively unrelaxed manner at both sides. Years of training made his senses and reflexes sharper than any blade and more precise than any energy blast. Any idiot who attempted the king’s life would never live long enough to realize the mistake he had made.

Despite the ultimately intimidating presence of the Captain, the king did not seem to notice. His Majesty had spent countless hours in the company of his guards and had long since grown accustomed to their presence as they had grown accustomed to his.

The Guardians were replaced every seven years and a new Captain was chosen from the old guard, but that had happened only at every other change. So it was that a new Captain was chosen every thirteenth year by the existing Captain. The king had no say. And he was trained personally by his predecessor for one year until the time for the changing of the Captain of the Royal Guardians had come. Cecil was still in his first year as captain at this time. He was thirty-five years old.

All Guardians trained intensively since the time they were pulled screaming from their mothers’ wombs…mothers they were never allowed to meet. They were bred as one breeds livestock, and they knew no family, save each other. Their formal education was chiefly in problem-solving, strategy, attack, defense, and endurance. The only arts they became acquainted with were martial. The only philosophy they learned was loyalty to the king. The only life that they counted worthy was his. To their very core, they were coiled killers.

In the entire history of the Royal Guardians, there were none as efficient and dedicated as Cecil. Nothing seemed to escape the watchful gaze of his sharp emerald-green eyes. There was also none intelligent and nimble enough to get close to the king nearly undetected when Cecil was his Majesty’s protector, save one man.

Stepping stealthily into the open light of the giant greenhouse from the shadow of one of the rainforest’s great fruit trees, Lord Advisor Lycas Ryth announced his presence by clearing his throat. The middle-aged king turned suddenly at the noise. Until then, he had been quite intent on examining some strange breed of budding lotus he could not recall seeing.

Ryth was a tall and lean man with shoulder-length jet-black hair and angular facial features that looked sharp enough to cut glass. Stretching from mid-brow over his left eye down to just below his cheekbone on the same side of his face was the Darkflame tattoo. It was a solid black shape with the outline of a six-pointed flame – three points above the eye, and three below on the cheek. It marked out all those dedicated to lifelong service to aristocracy and royalty through dispensing sage advice.

“Ah! Lord Ryth, you startled me! I did not hear you come in,” said the king. Cecil neglected to add that he also had not heard him enter the private space either, but he would not let it show. The Lord Advisor’s ability to slip in and out of the presence of the king undetected was a trait that disturbed all of the Royal Guardians, especially their Captain.

Cecil would question the other Guardians later about the matter, but he was certain the four men on the other side of the greenhouse entrance were unaware that Lycas Ryth was in the greenhouse at the moment. He must have known some secret way that only himself and the king knew.

Ryth bowed deeply at the waist. “I apologize, your Majesty, I merely…”

“No need to apologize, Lycas,” the king interrupted with a wave of his hand. “What is it you can do for me now?” King Beirand was still too surprised by his Lord Advisor’s sudden appearance to convey his agitation at being disturbed during his most prized time. For the king, attending to the luxurious respite provided by his garden was a time of the day near unto sacred.

Ryth smiled broadly and spread his arms out wide as he intoned, “I am here to give your reminder, my Liege.”

The king wrinkled his brow in thought for a moment, then replied, “What reminder is that?”

“You ordered that a reminder be given to you at the one-hour mark before your birthday celebration, your Majesty. That was decided one week ago today.”

There was a brief pause as realization dawned on the king’s face. “Is that today? I’d completely forgotten! I haven’t even written my address…”

This time it was Ryth’s turn to interrupt. “Don’t worry, your Majesty. I’ve had one prepared for days. I thought you might become too involved with your duties and forget, so I hired the finest wordsmith in the kingdom, gave him some guidelines, and set him loose. I assure you it will be the finest address you have ever given.” Self-satisfaction was evident in Lycas Ryth. It was as if he had taken a large tankard, filled it with himself, and having swallowed the entire thing found nothing sweeter or more delicious. He was full of himself, for he drank of himself often.

Relief washed over Beirand’s features. “I praise you, Lycas: you’ve pulled my hide out of the fire again! Expect a reward for this.”

“No reward necessary, my King; I’m only grateful to have served you.” There was a slight pause, and then Ryth seemed to recall something. “Ah, yes your Highness, I almost have forgotten something myself. If you will turn around, you will find my birthday gift to you. I selected and saw to their collection personally.”

“What, you mean the strange lotus buds that I’ve never…” The king trailed off as he turned to discover the buds he had been examining only moments earlier were now fully in bloom. It almost appeared as if the bright violet lotus blossoms glowed.

Ryth stepped beside the king and in a professorial tone explained, “You will notice their bioluminescence almost instantly, no doubt. They are a breed found only in the deep jungle near the savage Dar’rynakai peoples. I’m told they are called Illuminoc plants and are a good source of light in the dark of the deep jungle at night. This is, I am informed, a tame variation. Immature, as it were.”

“They are magnificent, Lycas,” Beirand said in an awed tone. He reached out a hand and lightly brushed one of the petals. The internal glow brightened at the contact and dimmed when he withdrew his fingers.

“I’m happy that you are pleased, Your Highness.”

“Pleased? I’m speechless.”

The Lord Advisor took a purposeful step forward until he stood next to the king. He looked down upon the King’s bent-over form as the ruler observed the strange new flower more closely.

“There is no arguing that its luxurious appearance is quite the magnificent vision, but that is only half the reason I selected it for you. If his Majesty would be so kind as to bend closer so that he might smell its fragrance.”

The ruler turned his head slightly to take in his Lord Advisor under an arched eyebrow. He beheld the man for a few moments, then turned back to the curious new blossom. He bent closer forward and slowly and deeply drew in a breath. The monarch’s nose was very nearly touching the plant as he inhaled.

Cecil felt a sudden wave of concern surge up within him, yet he could identify no explanation. He remained standing motionless, taking in the scene. Though inside him, a cauldron of apprehension roiled.

The king suddenly stood bolt upright and turned a surprised expression on his Lord Advisor. His eyes were wide and his mouth hung agape. Cecil could see flecks of light blue pollen around the exterior of his nostrils.

“Lycas! I’ve never experienced anything like it. It’s more than a smell, it’s…” the king stammered as his mind swirled as he attempted to apprehend a description. Nothing fitting came to him, however.

“Yes,” Lycas Ryth supplied. “It is almost as if your senses were clouded by a vast storm front that was suddenly blown away and left cleared and pure. The effect is sadly short-lived, though certainly, it is pleasant.”

“I should say it is,” the king replied as he swiveled back to look at the Illuminoc plant anew. He bent over and took another long whiff of the exotic flower. He stood back up straight once more, slowly this time, and his eyelids fluttered closed as he savored the experience. “One could get used to this,” he muttered to himself.

The Lord Advisor suddenly pivoted from the king to his bodyguard. “Perhaps your Captain of the Royal Guardians would care to share the experience with his Majesty?” Ryth lifted a teasing eyebrow as he peered at Cecil.

“Perhaps he would not,” Cecil replied flatly after a heartbeat.

The Captain narrowed his eyes in suspicion as he met Ryth’s gaze. It was quite odd indeed for the Lord Advisor to directly address one of the Royal Guardians unless it had to do with the business of protecting the king. It did not sit well with Cecil that Ryth addressed him on such a seemingly mundane matter. It made him suspect something might be up. What game could he be playing? Cecil wondered.

Ryth shook his head in dismay as he chortled quietly. “Ever the consummate statue, eh, Guardsman? I truly wonder if you fear you would be breaking the laws of the galaxy to have a little fun every once in a while.”

Cecil simply returned a blank stare at the man and said nothing.

King Beirand waved the conversation away. “If you’re trying to get a rise out of my bodyguard, Lycas, I doubt you will be successful. They are not prone to flights of fancy or quick and undisciplined tempers.”

“Indeed,” Ryth replied while keeping his gaze fixed on Cecil. “Very well, your Majesty. But, as I came to remind you, the time for your birthday celebration draws near. We ought to depart at once. If you will follow me, your Majesty,” Ryth said and then turned and headed toward the exit from the greenhouse. The king was immediately beside him and Cecil detached himself from his position to bring up the rear.

His eyes were ever watchful, darting here and there all around the environment, but frequently now returning to Lycas Ryth. Whenever the man was around he was watched closely by the guardians.

They passed through the doorway into a hallway that was guarded by four other Royal Guardians. When Lycas Ryth and the king emerged, all four men briefly displayed flickers of astonishment on their faces. This was not lost on Cecil, who had suspected this would happen. The Captain of the Royal Guardians made a further mental note to question them on it later, but continued following the king and his Lord Advisor down the corridor. Two of the Guardians remained stationed at the entrance to the king’s gardens, but the other two fell in behind Cecil. With them in place, Cecil worked around the group and took up the point position.

The king and his Lord Advisor bantered about business regarding the upcoming birthday celebration, to which Cecil paid very little attention. He was mainly busy watching their surroundings for trouble. After a few minutes, Lycas Ryth dismissed himself from the king’s presence and hurried forward to make certain all preparations were in place. Cecil waited until the Lord Advisor was well out of sight before he spoke.

“Permission to speak freely, your Majesty,” he said.

The king half turned his face and raised expectant eyebrows at his bodyguard. “Permission granted, of course,” he said with drawn-out suspicion.

“I wish to caution you about Lycas Ryth,” Cecil said after a moment.

“Oh, really?” Beirand said. “Regarding what, exactly?”

“I do not believe he is an altogether trustworthy person. I would simply caution your Majesty to be wary around the man. I get the sense, as do several of the other Guardians, that there is something amiss about your Lord Advisor.”

The king was silent for a handful of pregnant heartbeats, then said, “Amiss in what way?”

“It is difficult to qualify, your Majesty,” Cecil replied. “But he is a slippery one. And slippery men are dangerous. Especially when they stand in the shadow of power. It stands to reason that sooner or later such men decide it ought to be themselves casting the shadow rather than standing in it.”

“I appreciate your concerns, and I’ll take them into account,” the king began, but then continued, “but know this: I believe Lycas Ryth to be essentially harmless. He has been invaluable in the many long years I have known him. He has served faithfully.”

“Yes, your Majesty, I will endeavor to keep his previous service in mind,” Cecil replied evenly, though not meaning a word of it. He did not intend to trust Lycas Ryth at any point in the future. He intended only to remain quiet on the matter and bide his time until such a point as he could present any evidence against the man to his Majesty. Cecil would not tell the king that he had Guardsmen watching Ryth regularly. The Captain had the man followed several times, but the trouble was that Ryth was often able to slip away from those set to track him. That was something no one should have been able to do. But Ryth always managed. Always. In truth, ‘slippery’ didn’t begin to cover it.

Cecil resigned himself to be patient and to wait. Everyone made mistakes eventually. Everyone revealed their purpose. All he had to do was wait and apply pressure at just the right time. Then Ryth would be dragged out of the shadow and into the light.









